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Abstract

:

Interest in and acquisition of energy-efficient items and pro-environmental products and the scale of these purchases depend on consumer attitudes, especially those related to beliefs that such products are usually more expensive than their nonenergy-efficient counterparts. However, green skepticism is a phenomenon that weakens the willingness to buy both energy-efficient and pro-environmental products. This skepticism is enhanced by the phenomenon of greenwashing, which has become a popular way of competing, whereby companies strive to appear to be more environmentally friendly than they are. Therefore, we wanted to investigate consumer attitudes toward energy-efficient products and environmentally friendly purchases. We conducted a survey using a computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) technique throughout Poland. The research sample included 1000 individuals and was representative of gender, age, and place of residence. The results of our study showed that women, people with a higher education, and people in better financial situations accept higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage. Moreover, willingness to pay higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage correlates negatively with a negative assessment of producers’ social responsibility and with a negative assessment of consumers’ social responsibility. We proposed theoretical and practical implications.
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1. Introduction


Most energy is still generated from nonrenewable resources [1]. However, the increasing scale of the possession and use of electrical appliances has made energy efficiency one of Poland’s energy policy priorities. On the one hand, the European Union has developed a directive on energy savings in individual Member States [2]. On the other hand, there is growing interest in both saving energy in households and energy-efficient products. That interest in and acquisition of energy-efficient items and the scale of these purchases depend on consumer attitudes, especially those related to beliefs that such products are usually more expensive than their nonenergy-efficient counterparts. Elements of attitudes favoring the purchase of energy-efficient products are consumers’ personal beliefs and norms [3] and trust in the information provided [4]. Other factors influencing the purchase of energy-efficient products are their quality [5] and potential consumer benefits [6].



In turn, buying environmentally friendly products is a way to minimize the negative impact of consumption on the environment [7]. In the typology of pro-environmental consumer behaviors within product-oriented purchasing, we can distinguish the following: (1) boycotting, e.g., not buying aerosols; (2) sustainable consumerism, e.g., avoiding buying certain products considered to be harmful to the environment; (3) positive buying, e.g., purchasing only energy-efficient products or those marked with a unique label for green products [8,9]. In green consumption, buyers consider the environmental impact of buying, using, and disposing of different products [10]. Green purchasing behavior is affected by consumers’ material status [11], tertiary education [12], and knowledge of the environmental impacts of products [13]. Consumer attitudes toward the environment are equally important [14,15]. Women tend to be more concerned than men that the products they buy positively impact health and protect the environment [16].



However, green skepticism is a phenomenon that weakens the willingness to buy both energy-efficient and pro-environmental products [17]. Some researchers point to cultural and worldview sources of green skepticism. Individualist cultures are characterized by more prevalent green skepticism than collectivist cultures [18,19,20]. Additionally, people with conservative and religious worldviews have been found to be more likely to be skeptical about humans’ ability to influence the global environment [21]. On the other hand, conservatives are often affirmative about the very idea of environmental protection (see, e.g., [22]). Thus, green skepticism is not always rooted in a personal worldview. This skepticism may be enhanced by the phenomenon of greenwashing [23]. Greenwashing has become a popular way of competing, whereby companies strive to appear to be more environmentally friendly than they are [24]. Consumers’ conviction that one company’s products are fraudulent brings about the spread of green skepticism to other products and companies [25]. Consequently, consumers’ faith in the sincerity of the manufacturers’ green approach to the products on offer decreases. High-profile corporate scandals, such as the falsification of emissions results in Volkswagen engines, also do not help [26]. Previous incidents of greenwashing in large-scale companies have stimulated green skepticism [18]. Another cause of green skepticism comes from corporations’ irresponsible environmental behavior, such as allowing the Fukushima nuclear disaster [27]. All of these increase consumer skepticism about companies’ green actions.



It is, therefore, important to investigate the impact of consumer green skepticism on decisions and purchasing habits regarding energy and the environment. Another problem we wanted to address was consumer attitudes toward energy-efficient products and environmentally friendly purchases as a function of gender, education, and financial status. Finally, we also sought answers to whether consumers would be willing to pay more for green products and when they would be willing to pay more for energy-saving products.



Our study makes the following contributions to science. First, we present the results of an examination of determinants of consumer attitudes toward energy-efficient and pro-environmental products, including education, gender, and wealth level, based on a representative national research sample. The research was conducted in Poland, one of a group of countries transitioning from developing to developed countries and whose society is relatively conservative compared to the rest of the EU. These characteristics provide an interesting comparative context. Furthermore, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study discussing the impact of green skepticism on consumer attitudes toward buying energy-efficient products and willingness to pay a higher price for environmentally friendly products in Poland.




2. Literature Review and Development of the Hypotheses


2.1. Willingness to Pay More for Products That Do Not Cause Environmental Damage


The willingness to pay more for products that do not cause environmental damage is the domain of most environmentally conscious consumers [28]. Moreover, they are for the most part better educated and better off than the rest of society [28]. This mostly manifests as buying organic food, and the motives for its consumption can be both ideological and hedonistic [29]. In Spain, for example, a willingness to pay approximately 20% more for organic food has been reported [30]. The following relationship was found in Poland: the older the consumers were, the more they expressed a willingness to buy “green” products at higher prices [31].



Do Paco et al. [32] found that women were more likely than men to buy pro-environmental and energy-efficient goods. In addition, women opted for behaviors directed toward energy conservation [30,33]. In Croatia, women were more ready to buy organic food than men [12]. Irianto [16] described similar differences in attitudes, claiming that women were more concerned about being healthy and buying organic food products than men. Additionally, research in the USA indicates that women are more frequent consumers of organic food products than men (see, e.g., [34]). A review of previous studies also confirms this finding [35]. The results of research conducted in Poland turned out to be similar [36]. In Poland, the primary motivation for green consumption is health [37]. Polish women also display more positive attitudes toward organic products than men [31,38].



The above considerations led us to the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 1.

Women are more likely to accept higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage than men.





One of the barriers to the development of green consumption is insufficient knowledge of the labeling, certification, and control of green products. This affects distrust and skepticism toward calling products green and lack of acceptance of higher product prices [37]. Better-educated consumers showed more positive attitudes toward all environmental aspects and were willing to pay higher prices [32]. They were also more often ready to buy, for example, organic food [12]. This was also confirmed by reviewing previous research by Rödiger and Hamm [35]. Those with higher education chose behaviors directed toward energy conservation [33]. Knowledge of the environmental impact of production, which is usually associated with a higher education, also positively influenced green purchase [13]. However, too much knowledge about the nuances of the environmental impact of using different products can lead to dilemmas and tensions, and even paralysis when considering buying more or less “green” products [39]. Usually, the most informed “green” consumers willing to pay more for environmentally friendly and energy-efficient products were those with the best education [28]. Better-educated people were also more oriented toward pro-environmental products in Poland [40].



Therefore, we formulated the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 2.

People with higher education, relative to those with less education, accept higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage.





Socioeconomic status plays a significant role in buying organic products [11,28]. Wealthier eco-aware consumers were willing to pay higher prices and presented a high degree of criticism of companies’ promotional practices [28,32]. Those with higher material status spent more on organic food [41,42], including organic meat [34]. This was also confirmed by reviewing previous studies [35]. The inflated prices of organic products were, in turn, an obstacle to their widespread sale [35,43]. Studies in Poland have also shown that the higher one’s personal material status, the more likely one is to declare his/her willingness to buy organic products [31,40].



Therefore, we formulated the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 3.

People assessing their financial situation as better are more likely to accept higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage than others.






2.2. Skepticism about the Social Responsibility of Entrepreneurs and Consumers and Willingness to Buy Energy-Efficient Products


Poor knowledge of certification and control rules for green products affects consumer mistrust and skepticism. Under these conditions, consumers are unwilling to accept higher product prices [37]. In addition, Polish culture is individualistic, which further favors green skepticism [18,44].



Consumers’ positive attitudes toward purchasing energy-efficient appliances positively influence their willingness to pay a higher price [45]. Personal beliefs about the environment, together with ethical factors from consumers’ social backgrounds, impact positive attitudes toward buying more environmentally friendly products [46]. Skepticism toward pro-environmental declarations is related to consumers’ reactions to promotional information at the level of advertising, packaging, and labeling [28]. This stems from greenwashing, which can be defined as “selective disclosure of positive information about a company’s environmental or social performance, without full disclosure of negative information on these dimensions, so as to create an overly positive corporate image” ([25], p. 9). Despite corporate greenwashing awareness, it has been shown that environmentally conscious consumers are willing to pay more for energy-efficient products and reduce negative environmental impacts [32]. Greenwashing has a divergent effect on stakeholders depending on whether it occurs at the company or product level [47].



Another factor influencing the acquisition of energy-efficient products, reinforced by a sense of social responsibility, is the potential benefits of the purchase for the consumer [6]. This is especially true for energy-efficient electrical appliances, which are less expensive to use. However, it was found that one’s attitude toward an energy-efficient product related to brand loyalty was more important than its actual energy efficiency [48]. Either way, the motive for energy efficiency, in addition to a pro-environmental attitude, may, in fact, be a simple calculation and the desire to benefit from expenditure savings. This is indicated by the fact that older and professionally less active people save energy more [31]. Furthermore, in a study of the so-called “green” habits in Poland, we found that they are often related to saving water and energy, so some people are driven by economic factors rather than environmental concerns [38].



Therefore, we formulated the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 4.

Willingness to buy energy-efficient products is independent of a negative evaluation of producers’ social responsibility.





Personal values and beliefs influence green purchase [15,49]. Adhering to environmental values influences consumers’ green purchase [45]. Knowledge of the environmental impact of manufacturing also positively influences green purchase [13].



Green skepticism is defined as “consumers’ tendency to doubt the environmental benefits or the environmental performance of a green product” ([17], p. 402). Due to greenwashing, consumers’ trust in the sincerity of producers’ green approach to the products on offer has decreased, and green skepticism has increased [24,50]. Furthermore, greenwashing is negatively related to green purchase intentions, and green skepticism mediates this relationship [51]. Interestingly, greenwashing does not positively affect the finances of companies that use it [52].



Findings show that green skepticism inhibited purchase intentions for environmentally protective products [17]. Green skepticism moderates the relationship between environmental attitudes and green purchase intentions [53]. Albayrak et al. [54] showed that customers who are less skeptical and have a high level of environmental concern have a stronger intention to switch from traditional invoices to e-invoices to prevent natural resource consumption. Skepticism reduces ecological anxiety and harms green purchasing behavior [55]. Goh and Balaji [56] obtained similar results for emerging economies. Under green skepticism, consumers are unwilling to accept higher product prices [37].



Following these considerations, we formulated the next hypothesis.



Hypothesis 5.

Willingness to pay higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage correlates negatively with a negative assessment of producers’ social responsibility.





Consumers’ social responsibility is defined as “the conscious and deliberate choice to make certain consumption choices based on personal and moral beliefs” ([57], p. 32). Personal values and beliefs influence green consumption, because the consumer feeling socially responsible is more susceptible to the actions of the producer’s corporate social responsibility [15,58]. Consumers with a high level of environmental consciousness pay more attention to the environmental impact of the production of goods considered for purchase [59]. In turn, the factor weakening this relationship is consumer skepticism [59,60] and consumer cynicism [61]. Consumer cynicism is a personality trait or habitual disposition manifested in persistent disbelief and distrust in response to CSR activities [61]. Skepticism and cynicism toward an organization are negatively associated with purchase intention [62]. Skepticism reduces the motivation to engage in the company’s ecological CSR [63]. Consumer social responsibility is the consumer’s response to corporate social responsibility [58]. Greenwashing and disbelief in sincere intentions as to corporate social responsibility lead to cynicism and skepticism also towards consumer social responsibility [64].



Therefore, we formulated the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 6.

Willingness to pay higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage correlates negatively with a negative assessment of consumers’ social responsibility.







3. Research Methods and Tools


The present survey aimed to identify Poles’ shopping habits and their attitudes toward corporate social responsibility in terms of saving energy and environmental protection. The sample was selected randomly using the ePanel.pl platform. The survey was conducted using a computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) technique. The CAWI method is more effective than others, and 70% of Poles have access to the Internet. The questionnaire was programmed with the use of CADAS software. The sampling procedure was probabilistic. The research sample included 1000 individuals and was representative of gender, age, and place of residence (town size and region). Additionally, information was collected on the education, professional status, and subjective assessment of the respondents’ material situation. The surveyed group of respondents reflected the characteristics of the general population. Due to its representativeness, this would allow generalizing the final conclusions. The described selection of the sample allowed inferring a maximum error of 3% and a confidence level of 95%. The survey, preceded by a pilot study, was conducted in the period from 27 July to 9 August 2021.



3.1. Survey Questionnaire


The proprietary questionnaire was developed at the Management Institute of the Warsaw School of Economics. We present responses to the following statements:




	-

	
I am willing to pay a higher price for products that do not cause damage to the environment;




	-

	
I try to buy energy-efficient products.









Green skepticism was examined and divided into skepticism about producer social responsibility and skepticism about consumer social responsibility. Skepticism about producers’ social responsibility was examined by analyzing responses to the following two statements:




	-

	
- Corporate social responsibility is just a fad;




	-

	
- Corporate social responsibility is show-business.









Skepticism about consumer social responsibility was explored by analyzing responses to the following two statements:




	-

	
- Consumer social responsibility is an incomprehensible, vague concept;




	-

	
- Consumer social responsibility is the shifting of responsibility by companies and governments to ordinary people.









Responses to all statements were given using a Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 4 = difficult to say, 7 = strongly agree.




3.2. Research Group Characteristics


A total of 1000 people participated in the survey, 53% women and 47% men. The respondents’ ages varied. There were 9% were aged 18–24, 16% aged 25–34, 20% aged 35–44, 16% aged 45–54, 18% aged 55–64, and 16% aged 65–80. Respondents originated from different locations. There were 32% who lived in villages and towns with up to 9000 inhabitants, 25% in towns with 10,000–49,000 inhabitants, and 16% in cities with a population of 500,000 plus. The towns the respondents came from were regionally spread evenly across Poland. There were 50% of respondents having a higher education, 40% secondary, and 10% vocational or primary backgrounds. The respondents’ perceived material status was diversified. There were 2% indicating that they lived very modestly, 13% modestly, 60% indicating that “we live moderately,” 23% indicating that “we live well”, and 2% considering themselves to live very well.





4. Results


4.1. Willingness to Pay Higher Costs


Table 1 shows the distribution of the willingness to pay higher prices for products that do not cause environmental harm in the female and male groups.



Based on the value of the x2 test, the relationship between respondents’ gender and their willingness to pay higher prices for pro-environmental products was found to be statistically significant, x2(2) = 6.54, p < 0.05. More respondents in the female group accepted higher prices for environmentally friendly products than in the male group (cf. Figure 1). This confirms Hypothesis 1 of our study.



Table 2 shows the distribution of willingness to pay higher prices for products that do not cause damage to the environment depending on the respondents’ level of education.



Based on the value of the x2 test, the relationship between respondents’ education level and their willingness to pay higher prices for pro-environmental products was found to be statistically significant, x2(4) = 11.69, p < 0.05. In the group of people with higher education, more people were willing to pay higher costs for products that do not harm the environment (cf. Figure 2). This confirms Hypothesis 2 of our study.



Table 3 shows the distribution of willingness to pay higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage depending on the material situation of the respondents.



Based on the value of the x2 test, the relationship between the perceived material situation of respondents and their willingness to pay higher prices for pro-environmental products was found to be statistically significant, x2(4) = 15.30, p < 0.01. Individuals enjoying good economic status were more likely to pay higher prices than individuals of poor economic status (cf. Figure 3). This confirms Hypothesis 3 of our study.



Based on the value of the x2 test, no statistically significant correlation was found between the size of the place of residence of the respondents and the acceptance of higher prices, x2(4) = 3.71, p > 0.05. Based on the value of the x2 test, no statistically significant correlation was found between the voivodship (region) and the acceptance of higher prices, x2(30) = 26.04, p > 0.05.




4.2. Willingness to Pay More and Negative Evaluation of Corporate and Consumer Social Responsibility


Table 4 presents Pearson’s r correlation coefficients between buying energy-efficient products and negative evaluations of corporate and consumer social responsibility.



The results obtained in response to the “I try to buy energy-efficient products” statement correlated positively with the negative assessment of the social responsibility of entrepreneurs. However, no statistically significant correlation was found with the negative evaluation of consumers’ social responsibility p (n = 1000) = 0.024, p > 0.05.



These results partially confirm Hypothesis 4 of our study. Therefore, the conclusion was that there is no correlation between green skepticism and willingness to buy energy-efficient products, and skepticism about corporate social responsibility correlates with increased willingness to buy energy-efficient products.



Table 5 shows Pearson’s r correlation coefficients between willingness to pay more and negative evaluations of corporate and consumer social responsibility.



Statistically significant negative correlations were obtained between willingness to bear higher costs and negative evaluations of corporate social responsibility and consumer social responsibility. This confirms Hypotheses 5 and 6 of our study.





5. Discussion


The results of our study indicate that women are more likely than men to pay more for green products, with a similar percentage of “difficult to say” responses (see Figure 1). In Poland, as elsewhere in the world, women show a higher propensity to buy products with a lower negative environmental impact. This result also corresponds with previous studies [30,36]. Education has a much greater impact on the willingness to buy green products. Respondents with a secondary education are more willing to buy green. On the other hand, respondents with a higher education are significantly more willing to buy green products than respondents with a secondary education (see Figure 2). The perceived economic status influences the willingness to buy green in a significant way. Respondents who perceived themselves as poor are much less likely to accept higher prices of green products than respondents who describe their material status as medium or good (see Figure 3). On the other hand, respondents who assess their material status as good accept higher prices of green products much more often than respondents who describe themselves as medium or poor (see Figure 3). Our findings regarding the second and third hypotheses confirm the results of similar studies carried out in different countries. Better-off and better-educated individuals tend to be more willing to buy products that support environmental protection and are inclined to pay more for such products [11,28,33,40].



There was no correlation between green skepticism and willingness to buy energy-efficient products. In turn, skepticism about corporate social responsibility correlated with increased willingness to buy energy-efficient goods. Many researchers draw attention to a specific group of consumers who are sometimes referred to as “true greens” [38]. In Poland, these people are concerned about environmental issues and show the highest level of knowledge compared to other customer segments. At the same time, they believe that they can contribute to environmental protection. Moreover, they show a willingness to pay a premium for green products and higher taxes to protect the environment [38]. Apart from pragmatic financial reasons, perhaps an interpretation of the results indicating a correlation of increased willingness to buy energy-efficient products with skepticism about responsible business should be sought in the analysis of the behavior of this consumer group.



On the other hand, the conclusions of Hypotheses 5 and 6 were different. Many respondents reduce their commitment to buying products with less negative environmental impact because of their green skepticism. This would indicate a profitability-related interpretation for Hypothesis 4. There is a relationship between environmental beliefs and consumer attitudes towards green products [65]. This influences consumers’ attitudes about the willingness to buy pro-environmental products [66]. Consumers seem unwilling to pay more and sacrifice their own money to protect the environment when corporations cheat in this regard or pass the problem on to consumers.



Our paper, as many others, has some limitations. The first is the questionnaire’s general formulation of the willingness to make energy-efficient purchases. Both energy-efficient electrical appliances and, for example, purchases of clothes produced with energy savings or buying organic food fall into one response category. Future research should separate these two categories.



A second research limitation is an apparent discrepancy between consumers’ declarations and their behavior in the green products market. For example, one can observe the phenomenon of a hypothetical willingness to pay, which means that consumers’ willingness to pay inflated prices is declarative; in reality, they may find it more difficult to accept a higher market premium [29]. More thorough research could make consumer declarations more realistic. Another research limitation is as follows. People living in rural areas have easier access to organic food than city dwellers. Such features may influence their attitude towards green consumption. Another limitation is the fact that the survey was the result of collective creative work and had not been previously validated.




6. Conclusions


An idea for future research could be to conduct experimental studies on the greenwashing effect on green skepticism. Qualitative research on green skepticism could also bring fresh insights to its impact on consumer attitudes.



Our study confirmed previous descriptions of factors influencing environmentally sensitive consumption. We found that in Poland, as in other countries, women are more susceptible to environmental problems than men are. Additionally, respondents’ higher education and assessing their financial standing as better affect green shopping behavior. On the other hand, the green skepticism phenomenon, often resulting from greenwashing at the corporate or product level, significantly reduces involvement in green consumption. In the case of energy-efficient products, this is partly mitigated by the cost-effectiveness of purchasing energy-efficient electrical appliances, hence the significance of labeling and marking in this respect. A practical conclusion from the research is the need for continued investment in reliable information on products’ environmental impact. Perhaps there is also a demand for more specific regulations to hinder greenwashing, which, through consumers’ green skepticism, reduces willingness to make green purchases.
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Figure 1. Percentage frequency distribution of accepting higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage among women and men. 
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Figure 2. Percentage frequency distribution of accepting higher prices for products that do not cause environmental harm according to respondents’ education. 
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Figure 3. The percentage frequency distribution of accepting higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage depending on the financial situation of the persons surveyed. 
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Table 1. Acceptance of higher prices for products that do not cause environmental damage in the female and male groups.
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Female

	
Male




	
Accepting Higher Prices

	
n

	
%

	
n

	
%






	
Disagree

	
73

	
13.7

	
91

	
19.5




	
Difficult to say

	
117

	
22.0

	
104

	
22.3




	
Agree

	
341

	
64.2

	
271

	
58.2




	
Total

	
531

	
100

	
466

	
100








n, number of subjects; %, group percentage.
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Table 2. Acceptance of higher prices for products that do not cause damage to the environment depending on respondents’ level of education.
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Education




	
Elementary/Vocational

	
Secondary

	
Higher




	
Accepting Higher Prices

	
n

	
%

	
n

	
%

	
n

	
%






	
Disagree

	
23

	
23.7

	
65

	
16.3

	
76

	
15.1




	
Difficult to say

	
27

	
27.8

	
97

	
24.3

	
98

	
19.5




	
Agree

	
47

	
48.5

	
238

	
59.5

	
329

	
65.4




	
Total

	
97

	
100

	
400

	
100

	
503

	
100








n, number of subjects; %, group percentage.













[image: Table] 





Table 3. Acceptance of higher prices for products that do not cause damage to the environment depending on the perceived economic status of the persons surveyed.
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Perceived Economic Status




	
Poor

	
Medium

	
Good




	
Accepting Higher Prices

	
n

	
%

	
n

	
%

	
n

	
%






	
Disagree

	
36

	
24.2

	
92

	
15.4

	
36

	
14.2




	
Difficult to say

	
30

	
20.1

	
149

	
25.0

	
43

	
16.9




	
Agree

	
83

	
55.7

	
356

	
59.6

	
175

	
68.9




	
Total

	
149

	
100

	
597

	
100

	
254

	
100








n, number of subjects; %, group percentage.
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Table 4. Correlation coefficients between buying energy-efficient products and negative evaluations of corporate and consumer social responsibility.
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Wiliness to Buy Energy-Efficient Products




	
r

	
p






	
Corporate social responsibility

	
0.127 **

	
0.001




	
Consumer social responsibility

	
0.024

	
0.448








r, Pearson’s correlation coefficient r; p, statistical significance; **, statistically significant correlation.
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Table 5. Correlation coefficients between willingness to incur higher costs and negative evaluations of corporate and consumer social responsibility.
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Willingness to Incur Costs




	
r

	
p






	
Corporate social responsibility

	
−0.238 **

	
0.001




	
Consumer social responsibility

	
−0.200 **

	
0.001








r, Pearson’s correlation coefficient r; p, statistical significance; **, statistically significant correlation.
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